SIDEBAR with the Judge

by Judge Richard W. Carter, Retired

CSUSA Director of Legal Services

What To Say and Do When Adversity Strikes.


All too often, we hear of scandalous news that adversely impacts the Crime Stoppers program which we operate under various names (Crime Stoppers, Crime Solvers, Secret Witness, Silent Witness, Crime Stop, Crimeline, 88-CRIME, et al) through our local, state, regional, and national organizations.   Naturally, this is of great concern to us because of the more than thirty years of efforts to protect the image and good name of our brand.

We have learned that a variation of these crises (Board Member arrested; Law Enforcement Coordinator involved in a crime; Crime Stoppers bank account embezzled by Treasurer; etc.) can occur anywhere at any time.   There are a few things that are suggested if your organization finds itself in one of those uncomfortable situations.   

1. Obtain the facts in an expeditious and orderly manner.
2. Take immediate action to prevent any additional harm.  Examples:  Revise signatory card at bank; recover all checks and credit cards in possession of “person of interest”; prepare to request resignation from Board of Directors or replacement of Law Enforcement Coordinator; appoint new Treasurer; study Bylaws regarding removal of officers and procedures for same, prepare amendments to Bylaws if necessary;
3. Absolutely DO NOT engage in discussions or settlement negotiations with the person who has already violated your trust.  For example, accepting a Promissory Note or return of funds from the person without the advice and approval of criminal investigators and the prosecutor may cause a “crime” to become a “civil matter” or create difficulties for the investigators and/or prosecutor.

4. Designate one (1) person from the Board of Directors to be the public spokesperson for this particular incident.   The person selected should be the person who is most comfortable and presents the best public image, whether it is the Chair of the board or another director or executive officer.  Do not designate as spokesperson a law enforcement or media partner representative as it may confuse the public as to the nature of Crime Stoppers as a citizen group and it may also place the law enforcement and/or media in an unfair or conflicted position.  

5. The spokesperson MUST speak and issue a prepared written statement in a timely manner.

6.  A public statement from Crime Stoppers should:
a.  Send the message that Crime Stoppers is a charitable organization that has become a victim of a crime.

b. Inform the community that Crime Stoppers, as a victim, is cooperating with law enforcement authorities who are investigating and will prosecute the person(s) responsible.  [Do not make the mistake of appearing sympathetic or supportive of the person who has stolen your charity’s funds or committed a crime.  This is a slap in the face to the law enforcement officers, members of the Grand Jury, and the Prosecutor’s Office.]

c. Let the public know that the organization will be reviewing its governance documents and procedures and making certain changes which will enhance its safeguards and reduce the likelihood of such a crime occurring again.

d. Assure the partners of Crime Stoppers (law enforcement, media, community) that Crime Stoppers has done nothing wrong and is worthy of trust and continued support.
Over the years, there have been times where the public scandal did not involve a true Crime Stoppers organization, but a private reward offered by individuals or groups not affiliated with us.  Nevertheless, the negative news about an incident may give rise to the need of Crime Stoppers to make a public statement so that the scandal is not perceived to involve or include the Crime Stoppers program.  A significant portion of the population thinks that Crime Stoppers is one large program that operates everywhere.  While it is impressive that our presence and successes are widely known, there is also the risk that bad news about OTHER people and other programs can stain our good name.   There is a duty to speak-up when such collateral damage threatens Crime Stoppers. 

CSUSA member programs in good standing (dues paid for current year), are encouraged to contact the Director of Legal Services and CSUSA for advice and counsel when critical incidents occur.
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